This article discusses the theoretical foundations of Internet-mediated communities (IMCs), i.e., groups of people who share interests and make use at some time of the same Internet tools (for instance, a web site-the special concern of this study) in order to exchange information about the shared interests. From November 1999 to February 2001 a rationale was developed and validated for such communities and their web sites, due to the lack of theory unification in the field. The authors carried out five case studies of widely known IMCs, seven action researches with established groups of people who were given customized web sites to mediate their interaction, and an exploratory research supported by open-ended interviews with those groups. Additional empirical research is now needed to apply the theoretical grounds here developed to varying IMC contexts and to different communication technologies.
INTRODUCTION I
NTERNET-MEDIATED COMMUNITIES (IMCs) emerge when members share interests and, at some time, make use of the same Internet facilities to exchange information. With the evolution of computer-mediation technologies, 1 especially the Internet after 1969, 2 IMC members can choose among a diversity of resources for interaction-for instance, a graphical interface (the WWW), which is the special concern of the present study.
Although IMCs attract many researchers, 10 no sufficiently comprehensive compilation of their results regarding the fundamentals of such communities was found in the literature. Therefore, the present study, conducted from November 1999 to February 2001, was aimed at exploring this gap and building a theoretical basis for IMCs, especially those which employ web sites as their communications tool for members. The theoretical basis was validated in five case studies of widely known IMCs, seven action researches with groups of people interacting via web sites, and an exploratory study supported by open-ended interviews with the groups. The description of the empirical research and its partial results, however, is not the objective of this article.
This article is structured as follows: first, Internet-mediated communities are characterized; second, a central element for this study, the space where an IMC is meaningful (priority is given to web sites) is defined, as well as the profile of certain individuals contingent to such space; third, the literature about IMCs and their web sites is organized around major constructs; and last, concluding remarks point to benefits from the research here presented.
INTERNET-MEDIATED COMMUNITIES
The concept of community is controversial. [12] [13] [14] Although central in sociology, it causes inconsistencies and ambiguities to prevent us from achieving a coherent sociological definition. 15 "Community" has a dynamic sense 16, 17 and is not a scientific term unless particularly defined in each work according to the context. 15, 18 The present research starts from Homans' definition of a human group (people interacting for some time and who are sufficiently few so that each one can directly communicate to every other person in the group) 18 to suggest that a community be characterized by a group of people who share social interaction and some links between themselves and the other group members, and who occupy the same area for some time. 15 Additionally, members of a community are accepted in accordance with well-defined criteria, develop personal relationships inside the frontiers of the community, are committed to a mutually supportive atmosphere, and share values, practices, and assets. 5 We investigated possible links between a community and the Internet.
If cyberspace can be conceived as a locus in which social life and interaction achieve new meanings and patterns, 19 as the communications channel which was open by the world computer interconnection, 20 or, as originally suggested by Gibson, the artificial environment created by computers, 20 then virtual communities or online communities 6 can be seen as "social relationships forged in cyberspace through repeated contact within a specified boundary or place . . . symbolically delineated by topic of interest," 17 or as "social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough . . . to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace". 21 Virtual communities are also groups of people who communicate with each other via electronic means, 10 or groups of people who interact in computer networks in a many-to-many fashion, and such networks arise when people with common interests are able to interact. 23 These definitions characterize virtuality, which is a social arrangement with functions and structures highly dependent on information technology and relatively independent of space and time limits 24 -from this, perhaps the predominance of the expression "virtual community" over other terms for similar concepts may be traced in the literature.
Computer-mediated communities-another competing term-rely on computer-mediated communication (CMC). Analyses of CMC are mainly focused on the computational means for the interaction of people, 25 while studies of computer-mediated communities emphasize the social designs found in the context of such interactions. 18 For the latter research, the electronic connection of people and the aggregate information are not sufficient for the true meaning of "community". 14, 18, 22 Another difference between the two concepts is that CMC does not imply norms and social patterns. 19 CMC, after all, is a pre-requisite for computermediated communities 18 -catalyzing, in fact, their existence 22 -but does not produce them. 18 The option, though, for the term "Internetmediated community" (IMC) in this research is due to the following reasons:
The use of the word "virtual" in "virtual community" may cause confusion when compared to other applications: for instance, part of the literature on virtual organizations 2,11 does not limit the term to the Internet; The literature on communities whose members access the Internet to interact with each other usually uses the word "virtual" as a synonym for something that takes place in cyberspace, 18 and this allows us to replace "virtual" by "Internet-mediated", losing a minimum of content (as cyberspace is not restricted to the Internet), avoiding potential semantic doubts about "virtual"; and "Internet-mediated community" is a particular case of the term "computer-mediated community", exhibiting, first hand, the communications technology employed.
Combining that with the idea of groupinteractive communication no longer requiring face-to-face communication nor being restricted to a few people 18 -what amplifies Homans' original concept for groups of people-it is possible to organize the terminology under the notion of Internet-mediated communities (IMCs), or groups of people who share interests and, during some time, make use of the same Internet tools to exchange information with each other regarding shared interests.
It is yet worth noting that IMCs are a source of academic dispute. While some authors say that communities built in computer networks may embody commercial opportunities, 20 some thinkers are opposed to this; 29 others discuss the term "community" as a qualifier for groups of people interacting in the Internet; 6,12,14 still others do not agree with the mere existence of such communities. 30 The nature of "real" and "electronic" communities, however, could be regarded as the same, 12 while some authors 5 rationalize that the very fact that members of such groups see themselves as community subjects is sufficient for characterizing the groups as such.
IMC space and participants
The concept of space or place is present in many definitions of community. Oldenburg discusses third places 31 (alluding to the third element of a triad with a person's workplace and home), necessary for the building of communities. 15 According to him, third places are neutral grounds where community members meet and reject all discrimination, developing a sense of inclusion rather than exclusivity. Conversation is the central activity in third places, which are also characterized for being open when most other places are closed, for exhibiting the character of their regular clientele, and for offering a friendly atmosphere. It is reported that third places are disappearing, 31 possibly due to mass media services, 16 and that this would stimulate the popularization of communities in computer networks, 6 which would become "places" where people would go. 30 Nevertheless, a possible radical change in behaviors, such as people keeping distance from face-to-face meetings, 14 could lessen the value of individual contributions to IMCs, since a progressive limitation in personal experiences would take place. 33 A community, however, cannot be taken as a synonym for its place, because the geographical gathering of people is not equivalent to a community. 18 In fact, an IMC is strongly related to its cyberspace, but does not correspond to it. 18 A place, however, is associated with each IMC, and its attributes are as follows 18 (for hardware and software requirements, see December 2 ): (1) interactivity, (2) sustainable membership, (3) diversity of communicators, and (4) a shared virtual space for group CMC. The present research restricts the analyses to a specific IMC place: web sites.
In the IMC place, some actors play a special role. The literature emphasizes the following:
organizer, 34 the mentor of a community's place; member, 5 a person with formal membership in a community, according to agreedupon criteria for entrance; moderator, 23 coordinator of the activities inside a community's place (in this study, "moderator" and "facilitator" have the same meaning); supplier, 28 individual or firm that transacts commercially in a community's place (suppliers exist only in commercially driven IMCs); and internaut, 35 individual who is interested in an IMC, visits its web site, but is not formally associated with it (internauts exist only when an IMC has a web site).
Theoretical issues about IMC web sites
The literature presents many elements for the study of IMCs and the technologies they employ, but, usually, such elements are dispersed in multiple research lines located in diverse knowledge areas, such as sociology, 3 communication, 4 rhetoric, 5 laws, 6 education, 7 marketing, 8 and information management. 9 The reason behind such dispersion may be the intense debate about fundamental concepts such as "community" and "virtuality." Morin 36 and Hawking 37 believe, however, that dispersing knowledge into heterogeneous parts is dangerous, since it is a multidimensional phenomenon with no meaning when isolated from the whole, 36 or, at least, no thorough solution for a problem may be reached from the investigation of its parts in isolation. 37 Thus, the present analysis is an effort towards unification or collection under the same title of many studies on IMCs from different and even conflicting research fronts. Most variables that drove the setting up of the conceptual foundation for IMCs came from different traditions, and many of them could only be regarded as preliminary contributions to research, due to the lack of an explicit or robust methodology and of more rigorous statistical analysis of the eventual data collected. Indeed, little is known about the birth and the evolution of IMCs 30 or about their success. 39 
Focus
IMCs are organized into topics of interest, which quickly enable their members (current and potential) to perceive the available resources in the community place. 28 This means that the project of an IMC web site first identifies the reasons and the audience for its existence, sets a mission, communicates its history, and develops an identity. 32 An IMC also fosters the sharing of problems, languages, and tasks, helping the distribution of knowledge. 45 The first variable of IMCs is here labeled "focus": the objectives of IMC web sites are in harmony with the concerns of such communities, and their members can verbalize those objectives.
Membership variables
An IMC can accommodate many more people than a "real" community, 38 but it is mandatory that a norm be expressed in terms of who is in and who is out of it, 5 as opposed to other situations in cyberspace in which people identify themselves only if they desire to do so. 14 Such a membership, which tries to encourage trust, relationship building, and a social atmosphere, 32 as well as avoiding the use of a community's facilities by people who do not contribute to it, 39 is set by voluntary membership rules, 30 which also define the expected behavior of members. 32 This "social agreement," 48 naturally emerging 40 as a product of the very community, 29 must be adequate for the local needs, be democratic, 39 and be under constant evaluation, 32 being so important as to the extent of trust levels and networks intimately relying upon it. 30 The reasons for a person to join an IMC are numerous, in addition to the previously mentioned assumptions underlying involvement in traditional communities (for instance, the sharing of interests, and the will of interacting and cooperating). Blanchard and Horan interviewed 342 members of a "real" US community regarding facilities they would likely use in computer networks and found that, while more than 75% would search for educational and community information services, most would not be interested in electronic commerce. 30 Other important motivations include entertainment, interpersonal utility (e.g., finding interesting things to talk about), and parasocial interaction (e. g., finding human qualities). 2 The quantity and the profile of an IMC membership may be related to some intervening situations. For instance, if people are in a CMC-supported decision making, it is expected that a consensus is less likely to occur as the size of the group increases. 41 On the other hand, the individual productivity in CMC-mediated groups is not damaged in this situation. 4 The point at which the volatility of membership-in this case, the profile of the whole group of members-becomes critical for a community's survival and for its communication 18 represents a profitable research goal, since one of the most challenging Internet areas at present is the management of membership fluctuation in web sites. 28 This is related to what an executive says about people returning to a web site if there they leave a "piece of them". 42 For commercially driven communities, suppliers and organizers knowing the members' profile also supports transactions focused on their needs. 28 If setting community rules is important, it is assumed that punishment is also the case for nonconforming behavior. Such behaviors are, as a matter of fact, expected to occur, because CMC (present in IMCs) stimulates antinormative attitudes, 19 which, in turn, are related to the social context. 18 Indeed, all communities have rebelling members 40 who may exceed acceptable behavior levels. 43 Consequently, the literature suggests the supervision of attitudes, which must be carried by the very community members. 39 Sanctions to the infringing members must be applied 17 progressively 39 by a hierarchy of leaders. 32 As an illustration, members who frequently communicate false information may be banished from the group, 28 as may noncontributors. 14 Leaders must interfere minimally in conflicts of members, 42 who, in turn, need to be given mechanisms for solving their own contentions. 32, 39 Approaches to inadequate behavior are set individually by each community. 6 A second theoretical factor in IMCs, thus, is associated with a workable "membership": IMC members agree to set obstacles for the entry of new members in their communities' web sites, as well as with applying sanctions to members who deviate from expected Web behavior.
Technology
Although IMC web sites are Internet communications technology, 2 studying them based only on a technological perspective would be incomplete for research about human groups. Indeed, the technological dimension cannot be considered apart from the contextual one, 19 since it is not the only catalyst of changes in society towards community structures forged in computer networks. 3 After all, social changes result from human action and interaction, 44 in sharp contrast to technological determinism. This, in turn, assumes that group support systems (GSSs) improve the productivity of such groups 1 and that community interactions appear whenever people are connected by computer networks, 23 since there would be a teleological relation between technology and human behavior. 18 Therefore, before the design of computerized support systems, the environment where it is planned to operate must be understood. 45 Once the mediating information technology for group meetings is developed, this technology must be employed in connection to specific practices, 43 for their users not to feel inhibited with the computer means, 4 to feel comfortable and to adapt the technological resources to particular contexts, 43 since people use tools with which they are familiar. 45 Such practices also reduce the possibility of some groups being excluded from the interactions 14 for not being able to use the technology. 5 The success of a computer-based meeting of people depends on how technology is applied. 11 Contextual factors exert influence over the use people make of technological resources for interacting with other people, 45 making it possible to say that the shape of an IMC is not due to technology, but to its social context. 18 For CMC, the context is more important. 17 For the specific case of complex works carried out in the long run, face-to-face interaction is always necessary, at least until there is more satisfying technology. 25 A third factor is now associated with variable "technology": IMC members do not regard as necessary the employment of state-of-theart technology in their communities' web site.
Trust
It was previously mentioned that networks, norms, and trust are interrelated. Trust empowers cooperation, 30 and cooperation is fundamental for IMC-like networks, since their members, being part of communities, are indebted to support each other. 5 Issues of trust, privacy, social control, and security become important when computers are more permeable. 4 The problem now is wider and poses new challenges (e.g., certifying the authenticity of documents 44 ) making people skeptical about the information communicated in the Internet. 44 Due to trust being a basic element of a community, 29 people must be given appropriate means for obtaining information about the other members, 39 investigating the information sources in a network of personal contacts. 30 After all, if we can think of a group of employees in a company interacting via CMC for executing their functions, they might subsidize their professional performance with information not easily verifiable and introduced by unknown people. 45 In the same way, commercially driven IMCs strongly rely on trust relations. 28 Relationships must be formed between like-minded people, in order to stimulate higher trust levels, 30 which are dependent upon moderate risks. 39 Nevertheless, credit given/received may be harmed by disillusion, 30 as well as by the loss of intimacy due to the growth of communities. 28 A fourth factor is "trust": when IMC members know each other and interact face-to-face regularly, trust emerges regarding the information communicated in their communities' web sites.
Moderation
Moderators of IMCs can censor information and behavior of members, motivate debates, and welcome new members. 32 Their activities are important aspects of online conversations. 48 But the roles of moderators and organizers of IMCs are sometimes confounded in the literature, 32 34 do not mention the existence of moderators) say about IMC members customarily setting up trust relations with the organizers of their communities-who, presumably, are the moderating agents as well.
In a study conducted with moderators of discussion groups, Niederman et al. determined influential factors for the success of GSS-supported meetings. 43 Some conclusions are as follows:
for improving the productivity and the success of meetings, the presence of trained moderators in GSS-supported meetings is a critical success factor; it is not clear how moderation is related to other attributes of meetings for their success; moderators must have many abilities, including those of communication and group processes, as well as understanding the group, behaving with no egocentric preoccupations, being a flexible leader, knowing the group's objectives, and protecting the focus of group activities; moderators' inexperience with social dimensions of management of meetings may discourage GSS use; and moderators influence members' behavior.
Since the perceptions are those of the moderators, the conclusion that their activities are critical for the success of meetings may not be unexpected. 43 Perceptions from other actors are necessary in order to compare the results. In either case, coordinating electronic conferences is an activity demanding sensible effort 34, 41 and it is of great importance for stimulating the lively participation of people in the discussions. 34 The fifth factor is defined as: IMC members regard as necessary the moderation of their communities' web sites.
Tutorial
In order to contribute, an IMC member should be able to use particular computer programs, 5 but the technology-learning process involves time, energy, and assistance. 45 Hence the need, besides a moderator, of technical support in the community, 9 which is one of the most important elements of online conversations. 48 Newcomers in the community, for example, may be assisted by more experienced members. 32 Automatic intelligent systems could also interact with people in their problem-solving activities. 45 But people still prefer to use technology instead of learning it, 50 and this leads us to suggest that services for IMC members must be of easy and prompt comprehension. In short: if human action may be explained by opportunities and desires, 44 then technologies for IMCs must favor better opportunities for people to fulfill their desire of taking part of this kind of community.
A variable called "tutorial" emerges from the sixth theoretical issue: IMC members see as necessary the presence of tutoring in their communities' web sites.
Communication variables
Although there is no standard approach to interfaces for web sites (of any kind) which could be used by a myriad of global users, 60 the communication features of web sites are among the five top-rated preoccupations of commercially driven IMCs' organizers, since such characteristics allow users to assess the content of web sites by exchanging information with other people. 28 That is why just granting electronic access to communities does not assure that people will communicate with each other. 30 The tools must be familiar to them (otherwise, some people may react negatively to changes 28 ) and have a successful history of use, for the participation costs not to overcome communication initiatives. 45 Many communication services are available in web sites, like forum and chat tools; but, in addition to these specific services, mentioned in almost all IMC-related works, there is little discussion about other ways to support and promote communication in IMC web sites, or about which services would be recommended for particular situations. For example, geographically-based communities need chat tools, 30 some contexts require multimedia, 45 and people adapt CMC technology when it is not enough for their communications 22,51 -say, improvising emoticons to communicate facial expressions in a textual means, thus overcoming technological barriers. 19 For commercially driven IMCs, there is need for training, library and news services, analysis of communityrelated themes, forum and chat tools, bookmark management, employment and general-purpose ads, professional communications, advertisements, search engines, electronic commerce, auction services, and calendar for community events. 58 These are fundamental for building a critical functional mass. 23 However, when the literature does not elucidate the range of services for each IMC type, it proposes that the communications means (the web sites) be modifiable by the users, 39 since these need to be not only the consumers, but also the creators, of virtual worlds. 49 Therefore, customization is fundamental for successful focused IMCs, 52 and the most immediate (although technically challenging 32 ) method of putting it into operation is to allow members to create and maintain subgroups inside the communities. 5, 32 Such an expansion of the "virtual world" may nourish self-expression and identity feelings, as well as stimulate interaction and contribution. 49 Moreover, the very existence of subgroups is a good measure for a community's success. 32 IMC web sites do not depend upon "flashy graphics" for being compliant to user expectations, 39 frequently being true that the simpler the project, the better one. 54 The seventh factor is referred to variable "communication": IMC members regard as interesting and desirable the presence of multiple and customizable services in their communities' web sites, but the visual aspects of the interface of such services are not of great concern.
Status
Communication services in IMC web sites serve community members' interaction needs, and the role of different member status in such interactions is worthy of study for the literature on CMC. Uninhibited behavior occurs when people communicate anonymously, 4 because they are under less pressure. 5 Consequently, relationships are more democratic 19 and status differences are attenuated, although research outcomes are not definitive. 4 Indeed, some authors observe that in CMC there is a reinforcement of social gaps, 19 norms and cultures 41 of the human groups involved-since it is suggested that our actions are due, in part, to invisible social identities and norms, 19 which agrees with conclusions about status, power, and privileges not mitigated easily by technology. 41 Some CMC participants seem to like each other less than when interacting face to face. 25 Even with sophisticated computer programs, CMC amplifies differences. 41 Similarly to divergence about what happens to a person's status during a CMC conversation, there is not agreement on the general aspect of exchanged messages. Communication may be less formal, more agreeable and more participative, with jokes and wordplay in messages. 5 However, some people are less spontaneous in CMC 4 -this may be related to the fact that words are recorded 17 in a kind of group "memory" or "context," 20 which makes people think twice before communicating. The literature on IMC, however, does not pay attention to such disputes, with some authors stating that communities in computer networks nurture status equality for members. 30 The eighth theoretical factor is thus a "status" variable: IMC members feel comfortable in communicating through their communities' web sites.
Participation variables
Much literature concerns the interaction of IMC members, a central attribute of such communities, 18 and the presence of commitment and reciprocity in all community structures. 5 Truly, while interactive processes forge social realities, 18 their absence degrades a group's cohesion. 41 Online discourse is highly participative, 5 and, to be successful, all people must contribute; 52 who does not participate may be banished from the group, 14 effectively not taking part in the community. 29 There is, however, debate about a reasonable measure for certifying a member 's contribution. 5, 14 Making people participate is not trivial. Crawford points to the necessity of forum organizers taking part regularly in the discussions, in order to stimulate other people to do the same; the author does not explain the reasons for this contingency. 34 Niederman et al., on the other hand, in their study about GSSs, identify the nature of such human groups as a critical success factor for meetings via electronic means, while the technology employed would be responsible for the greatest amount of GSSs' limitations. 43 Finally, Goodman and Darr, studying professional communities, explore the costs of adopting and contributing. 45 They conclude that while helping colleagues improves self-esteem and technical competence, elaborating and divulging solutions to problems absorbs time and energy. Asking for help is also problematic, because it is an indication that someone has difficulties.
The ninth factor is associated with variable "participation": IMC members acknowledge the importance of active participation in their communities' web sites, independent of relying on other communication resources (other than the web sites).
Real life
The relation between people interaction in computer networks and traditional community organization was discussed in the first publication on IMCs, that of Rheingold in 1993. The author cites friendship relations started in computer networks and prolonged to real life, arguing that this is the natural course of things. Rheingold mentions that his experience as a group member interacting via computers gave him a feeling of being part of a de facto community, since the electronic structure was based on his "daily physical world". 22 The importance of connecting ordinary life to activities performed within IMCs is also noted when we see that a community whose members do not interact face-to-face is more likely to collapse than one with some geographical reference. 30 Communication and memory systems operating outside the computer influence participation in computer-supported meetings. 45 There are also advantages of mixed communities (in which people communicate face-to-face and via electronic means) over exclusively traditional or computer-mediated ones. 38 Contrariwise, some authors 34 are skeptical about the managerial feasibility of electronic mail lists, warning that, whenever there is available time and space for traditional communication, this be used instead of the electronic one.
When, in addition to communication, computer networks are also employed for activities such as decision making, idea generation, and project development, there is much literature assessing people's performance and their tools. 4, [55] [56] [57] The various findings show that computer programs encourage users' creativity, 55 a GSS can improve a group's performance, 43 the advantages from electronic brainstormings may be not as much as expected, 57 and that groups interacting in CMC spend more time to finish a given task. 4 The use of computer systems to support group activities has advantages and disadvantages, suggesting that people adapt CMC technology, in spite of its limitations, for their individual needs. 22 Such studies about how CMC variants and their multiple employment are related to "real life" are mobilizing academicians to understand the rela-tion between Internet-mediated and traditional communities. 30 A tenth factor, variable "real life," is: IMC members use their communities' web sites to perform group activities, and such use is stimulated by face-to-face meetings with other community members.
Electronic commerce
Recently, Hagel and Armstrong presented an IMC-based business model based on their understanding that IMCs are the most competitive commercial online design. 28 This type of community is labeled "the prime profitbuilding model for the Digital Age", since commerce in it would be advantageous in the long run and more resistant to market moods. 58 Within the academic and the entrepreneurial worlds, Hagel and Armstrong's model reverberated enormously. 42, 52, 53, 59 The model suggests that IMCs are motivated by the possibility of all members obtaining financial gains from their participation in the communities, but the power of the model is more related to the community flavor than the commercial one. 52 Five aspects need to combine during the project of web sites for commercially driven IMCs: 28, 53 member focus, integration of content and communication, emphasis on member-generated content, choice among competing vendors, and commercially motivated community organizers.
The five above aspects may be synthesized by the fundamental understanding that commercially driven IMCs qualify members (in this case, customers) to identify the best suppliers of products and services, instead of keeping the selection power in the hands of the latter. 28 But the authors warn that such a mercantile perspective for IMC web sites is not shared by many writers, and many community web sites, mainly the free ones, do not permit commercial transactions in their domains, or limit them to specific pages. 32 The consumers also do not have a unified understanding about commercially driven IMCs. While Brea maintains that commerce is basic for a focused community's success, 52 Blanchard and Horan, investigating the sympathy of 342 members of a "real" US community regarding electronic commerce, found that there is little interest in online purchases. 30 The eleventh factor concerns "electronic commerce": IMC members are not interested in electronic commerce in their communities' web sites, unless the communities are commercially driven.
Broadcasting variables
Once the central elements of an IMC (its focus, norms, etc.) are set, it is necessary to present it to potential members. Hagel and Armstrong even affirm that attracting members is more important than defining the sorts and quantities of services to be offered to them. 28 But such need is not complemented by clear prescriptions for developing active IMCs. 30 Given the importance Hagel and Armstrong assign to the broadcasting of IMC web sites, mainly those with commercial intents, the present research incorporates such a variable for appreciation. The twelfth factor, on "broadcasting", relates to: IMC members regard the divulging of their communities' web sites as important, in order to expand the number of its users and/or to diversify the profile of the whole group. Table 1 describes the twelve theoretical factors, which, together with the literature review previously presented, form a rationale for IMCs and their web sites.
CONCLUSIONS
Internet-mediated communities (IMCs) are a promising business model and an interesting object for interdisciplinary research. Their origin, however, in a disputed concept-that of "community"-exposes the researcher to diverse and conflicting theoretical rationales. A study such as the present one, which was aimed at structuring a conceptual base for this type of community, provides a safer way to be followed by future analysis.
The research was a challenge during the 15 months of its unfolding. Besides the inherent complexity of the three central research methods employed for validating the results (case studies, action researches, and exploratory research supported by open-ended interviews)-whose description was not the objective here-the amplitude and the dispersion of the theoretical background on IMCs contributed to incompatible or loosely related research lines. But it was this very plurality of approaches to a common theme-the IMCsthat accounted for the richness of the resulting conceptual base. Empirical research is now needed to apply and validate the proposed rationale in a multitude of contexts with diverse technologies as enabling means for IMCs. 
